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‘Gilded Gravel in the Bowl’: Ireland’s cuisine and culinary
heritage in the poetry of Seamus Heaney
Anke Klitzing
School of Culinary Arts and Food Technology, Technological University Dublin, Dublin, Ireland
ABSTRACT

KEYWORDS

Seamus Heaney’s poetry is rich in detail about agricultural and food
practices in his native Northern Ireland from the 1950s onwards, such
as cattle-trading, butter-churning, eel-fishing, blackberry-picking or
home-baking. Often studied from an ecocritical perspective, the
abundance of agricultural and culinary scenes in Heaney’s work
makes a gastrocritical focus on food and foodways suitable. Food
has been recognized as a highly condensed social fact, and writers
have long tapped into its multi-layered meanings to illuminate sociocultural circumstances, making literature a valuable ethnographic
source. A gastrocritical reading of Heaney’s work from 1966 to
2010, drawing on Rozin’s Structure of Cuisine, shows that the food
stuffs and culinary techniques featured in the poetry reflect historic
and contemporary Irish cuisine and culture as explained by foodhistorical and folkloristic research, giving his work a particularly Irish
cultural signature. In turn, Heaney’s poetic sensibilities and language
craft may contribute to our verstehen of Ireland’s culinary heritage.

Seamus Heaney; Irish cuisine;
gastrocriticism; food history;
Irish studies; food studies;
culinary heritage

Introduction
For a large part of Seamus Heaney’s creative period, the study of food was a niche
endeavour, mostly concentrated in historical and anthropological research. The field of
Food Studies emerged in the 1990s and took up momentum in the early 2000s.1 Only
more recently are we beginning to coherently trace and decode the many-layered
significance of food in literary writing.2 Yet poets and writers have long tapped into
the rich seam of meanings that food provides. Heaney, too, regularly mines the dense
meanings embodied in food and food-related practices for his work. Appadurai explains
that in its tangible and material forms, food is a ‘highly condensed social fact,’ adding:
‘When human beings convert some of their environment into food, they create
a powerful semiotic device.’3 Mac Con Iomaire explains that the intangible aspects of
food, such as food-related customs and practices, equally contribute to the cultural and
social identity of a community.4 He provides an overview of the food trope in the Irish
narrative tradition from Irish mythology to twenty-first-century texts, arguing its value
for understanding Ireland’s culinary heritage.5 In turn, I propose that studying food
references in literary writing offers deeper insights into its poetic power and vision.
CONTACT Anke Klitzing
anke.klitzing@tudublin.ie
School of Culinary Arts and Food Technology, Technological
University Dublin, Dublin, Ireland,
Twitter: @spoonsandbooks, LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/in/anke-klitzing
-046a12a6/
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Seamus Heaney’s poetry is deeply rooted in the Northern Irish countryside and
intimately interwoven with his country and its history. Deckard points out that writing
about nature in Ireland is confined almost entirely to writing about agriculture, and that
the relationship to the land and nature has long been politicized due to Ireland’s colonial
history that ‘violently transformed Irish environments.’6 In Ireland, agriculture is pat
terned not only by geography and climate, but also by the legacy of a colonial economy
and land ownership patterns. Poet and farmer Wendell Berry proclaimed that ‘eating is
an agricultural activity,’7 and also vice versa: agriculture is a gastronomical or culinary
act, through furnishing the raw materials for a cuisine. Indeed, this can be extended to
a traditional Irish rural activity, turf-cutting. Turf has long been used for heating and
cooking fuel in rural Ireland.
Literature may act as an ethnographic resource as writers capture life and sketch
detailed portrayals of relationships, activities, motives and context.8 Poetry can provide
the reader with knowledge enriched by emotional truths that lead to a much deeper
verstehen, understanding of the context and intentions of an actor.9 Heaney’s language
around agricultural and food practices is rich and detailed. He is intimately familiar with
technical terms and activities around threshing, sowing, cattle trading or fishing. Using
his linguistic toolkit with precision, Heaney creates evocative and ethnographically
accurate depictions of rural life in Northern Ireland from the 1950s onwards.
Moreover, he imbues the activities and gestures with the emotional depth that stems
from his deep acquaintance with the reality of farm life. In this, he follows poets like
Patrick Kavanagh, Robert Frost or Les Murray, all the way back to Hesiod, the Greek
contemporary of Homer who wrote extensively about farming. An investigation into
food and foodways in Seamus Heaney’s poetry should therefore yield rich insights into
Ireland’s culinary heritage, as well as adding a dimension to our understanding of
Heaney’s work. O’Brien has discussed the kitchen and food cooked in kitchens in
Heaney’s poetry as locus amoenus, as a symbolic trope signifying comfort, warmth and
love.10 I have previously proposed that a gastrocritical reading of Seamus Heaney into the
dynamics of food and foodways in some of his collections offers insights into the human
condition through the prism of food.11 With Heaney’s strong connection to the land and
lore of his origins, it is worth narrowing the focus on Irish food and cuisine in particular,
thus joining the growing body of research into this topic, which offers a rich panorama of
the foodstuffs and food practices in Ireland from the neolithic time to the present.12

Materials and Methods
In order to study the traces of Ireland’s culinary heritage in Heaney’s poetry, it is
necessary to establish an understanding of what Irish cuisine is. Rozin offers
a systematic approach to this question.13 She identifies three fundamental elements
that make up any cuisine: basic foodstuffs, manipulation techniques and flavour profiles.
This dovetails with Mac Con Iomaire’s argument of cuisine as both tangible (foodstuffs)
and intangible (food practices) cultural heritage.14 Belasco underlines that the procure
ment and production of food, as well as the manner of its consumption, are important to
consider for the full understanding of a cuisine.15 In the following, I include Belasco’s and
Mac Con Iomaire’s viewpoints into the systematic approach suggested by Rozin to trace
Irish cuisine in Seamus Heaney’s poetry collections published between 1966 to 2010.
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Within Heaney’s rich oeuvre, this article focuses on foods and foodways that appear
as significant food in Heaney’s poetry. Significant food, as Birkenstein defines it, is ‘food
used as a significant plot or other substantial narrative device, where the important
concomitant cultural signifiers related to nourishment and the table – or the absence
thereof – assume a crucial narratological role.’16 While Birkenstein developed this
concept for prose fiction, it also applies to poetry, where food and foodways are the
main activity or reflective focus of the poem – an ‘active presence.’17 An approach to
literary writing through such a ‘culinary lens’18 falls into a paradigm that I identify as
gastrocriticism, following Tobin.19 This is a nascent critical approach emerging from
the field of Food Studies, and it can indeed be considered a branch of it.20
Gastrocriticism investigates not only the symbolic and rhetorical use of food and
foodways in literary and imaginative texts, but also the meaning and context – social,
historical, political or other – of their material or embodied appearance, thus becoming
a useful tool for the study of culinary traditions. Heaney rarely speaks about eating or
serving of food in his poetry, but activities around producing, procuring, processing
and preparing food feature regularly, including as the central plot or activity of
individual poems. While often studied from an ecocritical perspective,21 the abundance
of agricultural and culinary scenes in Heaney’s work makes a gastrocritical approach
suitable.

Irish cuisine in Seamus Heaney
Basic foodstuffs
The first, tangible element of a cuisine are the basic foodstuffs.22 While trade enabled the
availability of a wide variety of foodstuffs in Ireland at least as far back as the fourteenth
century, particularly for the elite,23 everyday cuisine was largely determined by local
production conditions and socio-economic factors. A strong motif around the foodways
portrayed in Heaney’s poetry is that of homemade and self-produced or procured food,
not unusual in a farming family. The Heaney family farm in Co. Derry would have been
partly commercial, partly self-sufficient, as milk, cattle and eggs were traded, but potatoes
and vegetables grown in field and garden for the family table. Bread and butter were
made at home, but other things were bought in, such as sugar, tea, flour or butchered
meat.24
Meat and meat-products (quadrupeds)
Cattle were the linchpin of the ancient Irish economy and society,25 and the beef and
dairy industry are still crucial sectors of the Irish economy today. Heaney’s ‘The First
Kingdom’26 echoes this ancient pedigree. Parker classified the poem as ‘mock heroic’ or
pathetic, since the supposedly noble (‘royal roads’) is juxtaposed with the mundane and
even vulgar (‘cow paths’).27 The ‘queen mother’ is ignobly ‘hunkered on a stool,’ and
rather than pursuing a dignified art such as playing harp music (the harp, of course, being
a symbol for Ireland), she
played the harpstrings of milk
into a wooden pail.

104

A. KLITZING

Milking a cow into a ‘wooden pail’ is neither elegant nor aristocratic, and the only things
the nobles are seemingly able to ‘lord it over’ is cattle. However, this is both historically
truthful and – arguably – not dishonourable. Cattle were an indication of wealth and
social status in Ireland until the seventeenth century, and may be said to still be today.28
In Irish mythology, cattle raids are a famous motif, none more so than Táin Bó Cuailnge
(The Cattle Raid of Cooley), the legendary epic about a major battle prompted by a foray
to steal cattle from another tribe.29 The first roads around the island likely would have
been cow paths, evident in the Irish term bóthar (road), as life was semi-nomadic in
Gaelic Ireland.30 Milking might require hunkering on a stool, but milk is a rich and
nutritious food, and dairy products in various forms, called bánbhia (white meats), were
the mainstay of Gaelic Ireland, as discussed further below, and continue to be a staple of
the Irish diet to this day.31
Beef and cattle feature frequently as significant food in Heaney’s poetry. The family
was in the cattle trade for generations, which Heaney immortalizes in ‘Ancestral
Photograph,’32 a portrait of his great-uncle and father, their work at the cattle fairs,
and the loss of identity that haunted his father when cattle-trading modernized:
Father, I’ve watched you [. . .]
[. . .] sadden when the fairs were stopped.
No room for dealers if the farmers shopped
Like housewives at an auction ring.

The activities of animal husbandry on the family farm repeatedly furnished the budding
poet with insights into the forces of nature that farmers engage with in order to produce
our food. The advanced pregnancy of the ‘Cow in Calf’ means that she is more prone to
the demands of nature than those of her human handler.33 Natural cycles dominate her –
‘Her cud and her milk, her heats and her calves/keep coming and going’ – and thereby also
render the young man tending to her powerless. In ‘The Outlaw,’34 Heaney recounts
having to take a heifer to be impregnated by an ‘unlicensed bull.’ The conception, he
writes, was ‘business-like’ and ‘impassive,’ yet we get the feeling that it was a momentous
occasion for the boy who ‘could not guess’ at the beginning why he had brought the
‘nervous Frisian’ to Old Kelly and given the man the ‘clammy silver.’ The indifferent cycles
of nature show themselves again in ‘First Calf,’ where we observe a cow postpartum with
the calf ‘hard at her udder’ and the ‘afterbirth strung on a hedge.’35 These poems illustrate
that Heaney is a rural but not a pastoral poet.36 Far from a romantic idyll, his farming
landscapes are earthy, messy, yet also noble, embodying the ‘smelly majesty of living.’37
While cattle were an ancient source of wealth in Ireland, beef was a prized but not
daily part of the diet. More common, since neolithic times, were pork and pork products
such as sausages, puddings, lard and bacon.38 Bacon was often home-cured, especially by
farmers,39 including occasionally Heaney’s father.
Dairy Products
Dairy products were the actual mainstay of the Irish diet before the potato arrived in the
sixteenth century. Milk and dairy products – called bánbhia, white food or white meats, in
Irish – supplied much of the nutrients up to the eighteenth century.40 Milk was consumed
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fresh but also cultured into buttermilk or bainne clabair,41 thick soured milk, and other
specialities, as well as cheese and butter, which has probably been produced in Ireland from
the neolithic period onwards.42 Cowan and Sexton remark that butter was more than
a ‘casual condiment.’43 In medieval Ireland, it was highly prized and its use regulated in
legal texts of the period.44 In the eighteenth century, butter became a major export
commodity of the island.45 Dairy products were also a fundamental element in the diet
of the poor, making the basic staples of oatcakes and later potatoes palatable while
enhancing their nutritional balance. Indeed, while Irish peasants in the eighteenth century
relied enormously on potatoes, in combination with dairy products this became a fully
balanced diet that accelerated population growth up to the beginning of the Great Famine
in 1845.46 The importance and everyday prevalence of dairy products is woven into
Heaney’s poetry, again interlacing personal and cultural history. Milk is the field lunch of
the father digging turf.47 It spans the arch from the ancient roots of the ‘First Kingdom’ to
the industrialized future, when a milk factory48 observed across a river, ‘where shift work
ers/Waded around the clock,’ appears ‘a bright-decked starship.’49 Butter is smeared thickly
on ‘the thick slices that he likes’ of homemade bread that the wife brings her husband as
a lunch into the fields where he is threshing.50 In ‘Churning Day’,51 Heaney recalls the ritual
of butter-churning in the kitchen of his childhood home, of which more below.
Poultry and eggs
Domestic fowl were bred in Ireland from the early Christian era at least,52 and chickens,
among other farm birds, appear in magnificent illustrations in the Book of Kells, a ninthcentury Gospel manuscript kept for centuries in the Abbey of Kells, Co. Meath. The only
poultry that play a significant role in Heaney’s poetry are turkeys, which appear in one of
the first poems53 Heaney ever published, ‘Turkeys Observed.’54 They are of course not
native to Ireland but arrived there from the Americas, probably in the sixteenth century,
though they became widespread only much later.55 Turkey is now a dish strongly
associated with Christmas, as it is in the poem – the poet ‘observes’ the turkeys in the
window of a butcher’s shop in ‘bleak Christmas dazzle’ – however, this tradition was only
established in the twentieth century.56
Hen eggs are frequently mentioned in the seventh/eighth century Brehon laws, which
governed much of daily life in Gaelic Ireland.57 They were used in baking, as breakfast and
hard-boiled as convenience food for farm workers. Eggs appear in Ireland’s cuisine but also
folklore and mythology over centuries.58 They were a form of cash in subsistence farming
households, as they could be bartered for sugar, tea, or bread.59 Egg production was
generally women’s work, generating up to a quarter of the family income in poorer
households, and often the sole independent income of farming women.60 Heaney’s mother
also raised chickens and collected eggs, but rather than bartering, sold the eggs and bought
shop goods in return.61 Eggs are at the centre of the final volta in ‘Servant Boy.’62 The poem
describes a farm labourer, a hired hand, who is
wintering out
the back-end of a bad year,
swinging a hurricane lamp
through some outhouse.
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Images of cold and austerity dominate, in contrast to the ‘warm eggs’ that the servant
offers up – if ‘resentful and impenitent’ – to the farm owners. Eggs are highly nutritious,
valuable, and a symbol of life and fertility. However, they must be ceased to the ‘little
barons’, the farm owners63 – indeed, they never belonged to the servant. He only gathers
them, catching a little warmth in the process but no real nourishment. Various critics64
consider that the relationship of labourer to farm owners might be that of Britain and
Ireland, that the ‘bad year’ is standing in for the Troubles, the worn-out but ‘resentful and
impenitent [. . .] old work-whore/slave-blood’ a symbol for Ireland/Northern Ireland.
The servant dwells around back doors, in outhouses and stables, ‘among shadows.’
Parker65 and Collins66 suggest that it could also symbolize Ireland after the so-called
Plantations of the country with Protestant settlers in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries and the Penal Laws that followed, that, among other prohibitions, forbade
Catholics to own land. Heaney on the other hand indicated that there was a real person
who used to come to their house as a labourer.67 These readings do not have to contradict
each other – while portraying a real person and real dynamics of power, the poet captures
a poetic truth about power relationships on a larger scale. This lets us better understand
the system of agriculture, of landowners and labourers, that has persisted in different
guises through the centuries in Ireland, strongly ingrained through the Plantation system
and the Big Houses but also in small-scale farming among the Catholic community in the
mid-twentieth century.
Fish and seafood
The fish most prominently connected with Irish culture is the salmon, which features
in a major story of Irish mythology about the hero Fionn mac Cumhaill,68 incorporat
ing the motif of knowledge acquired by tasting the magical animal’s flesh (ATU 673).
The salmon is also mentioned in the twelfth-century tale Aisling Mac Conglinne that
depicts a fantastical feast.69 It appeared on Irish two shilling coins from their first
minting by the Irish Free State in 1928, until the adoption of the Euro in 200270 and
was served at the banquet given for Elizabeth II.’s state visit to Ireland in 2011.71
Salmon, however, barely appears in Heaney’s work. He is considerably more fascinated
with the eel, whose presence and fishing tradition in the Northern Irish lake of Lough
Neagh have prompted two poem cycles, ‘A Lough Neagh Sequence’72 and ‘Eelworks.’73
Eel is one of the oldest known food sources in Ireland, feeding rich and poor alike,74
and the eel fisheries at the River Bann and Lough Neagh are still the most important in
Western Europe.75 ‘A Lough Neagh Sequence’ – dedicated ‘to the fishermen’ – cycles
through the various stages and aspects of eel fishing: the lough, the fishermen, the
spawning cycle of the eel, gathering worms as eel bait, setting the hooked lines and
lifting the catch out of the water. The first part of the poem echoes a theme that is often
repeated in Heaney’s foodways-related poetry, the question of humans pitting them
selves against Nature to win their daily sustenance. The section is bracketed by the
repeated line
The lough will claim a victim every year.

And yet, and against the easier opportunities borne by modernization, the fishermen
stoically accept the yearly blood tribute to the lake. The modernized fishing practices
appear in the second stanza, where the lake ‘sluices towards the sea’ and where ‘they’ have
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installed ‘gates and tanks.’ The whole situation emanates (faceless) technological mod
ernity, with sluices, gates and tanks, and sometimes, eel fishing in industrial quantities
(‘five hundred stones76 in one go’). Heaney indirectly criticizes this industrialization of
fishing by contrasting it with the situation ‘up the shore’ in Antrim and Tyrone, where
there is ‘a sense of fair play’ in the ‘game’:
The fishermen confront them one by one
And sail miles out and never learn to swim.

Here the food work is individualized and personalized rather than facelessly detached.
In ‘Eelworks,’77 we again witness the eel-fishing activity at various stages. Different
from the earlier cycle, the human actors are the focus of the poem’s activities. First, the
young poet is invited for an ‘eel supper’ to the eel-fishing family of the girl he is courting.
The eel-fishers’ identity is shaped by their food work as fishers and farmers (‘horse-andcart-men really’) as well as what they consume, giving a snapshot of local life and food
habits:
Rum-and-peppermint men too
At the counter later on
In her father’s pub.

An eel-fishing student wears eel-skin around his wrist, ‘for strength, according to Alfie,’
echoing the Irish folk belief that eel-skin is a charm against rheumatic pains.78 The poem
closes by acknowledging the deep ties of the community to the lake and eel-fishing, so
much so that the community has a different name for it to the official one:
But ever on our lips and at the weir
‘The eelworks.’

‘Shore Woman’79 takes us off the calm waters of Lough Neagh onto the open sea, fishing
for mackerel, a frequent item in the Irish diet at least since the eighteenth century.80 The
female speaker finds herself on a boat with an unspecified male, mackerel-fishing. The
woman’s nervousness is obvious. When they come across a school of porpoises, she is
terrified that ‘they will attack a boat’, according to local superstitions. Andrews81 points
out that the poem’s central incidence belongs to the male domain – women did not go
fishing in Ireland, indeed, some considered it unlucky to have a woman on board.
The poem is bracketed by the female speaker at the shore in moonlight, observing
clams, cockles and oysters. Collecting shellfish and other shore foods was a particularly
female activity. Cockles, mussels, seaweed and other seafood have been part of the Irish
diet for millennia. Cockles have been found in shell middens and other archaeological
sites in Derry and Antrim, as well as Viking Dublin (795–902AD).82 Shellfish gathered at
the seashore was an important part of the Irish peasant diet in coastal regions, especially
in periods of famine and harvest shortages.83 Oysters (Figure 1) have been eaten in
Ireland at least since 5,500BC.84 In ‘Oysters’85 and in ‘Away from It All,’86 the poet
congregates with friends by the seaside, eating oysters and lobsters respectively. In both
poems, unusually for Heaney, eating is the centre of the action. On both occasions, the
meal and presumably the conversation spun at the table as they ‘sat for hours in conclave/
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Figure 1. Connoisseurs distinguish between Irish oysters of varying provenance today – restaurant
menu in Dublin, 2017.

over the last of the claws’87 lead the poet to reflect on the troubled political situation in his
country and his own role in it. In ‘Oysters,’ the historically accurate account of ancient
Roman imports of fresh oysters, ‘packed in hay and snow,’ from the outposts of the
empire to the metropolis reverberates with similarities to the ‘glut of privilege’ of the
masters of another empire, the British, and their colonial policies, for example in Ireland.
At the time of writing ‘Oysters’, published in 1979, the poet feels ‘angry’ and wishes to be
‘quicken[ed] . . . into verb, pure verb,’ into action. But five years later, already the title
‘Away From It All’ betrays the weariness of the poet who has witnessed friends becoming
casualties of pub bombings88 and neighbours dying in a traumatic prison hunger strike.89
The poet feels torn, his head unclear, ‘bewildered’ at the ‘command to participate/actively
in history.’ The lobster itself comes to embody the zeitgeist of cold steel, grey ammuni
tion, tanks and stones, but it is the meal, the ‘conclave’ among friends where ‘questions
hopped and rooted,’ that is important. Meals are intimate occasions. The sharing of food
and communal eating fosters bonding and trust and allows the discussion of and
reflection on important topics, and these two poems around seafood meals are testimony
to this, allowing glimpses into a mindset shaped by local historic events.
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Grains, bread and baked goods
Grain has been grown in Ireland since neolithic times, predominantly oats, barley and
wheat.90 Water mills are mentioned in texts at least since the seventh century, but the
evidence of quernstones (Figure 2) for home-grinding goes back to the earliest archae
ological sites such as the Céide Fields.91 Quernstones that kept ‘turning up/and were
thought of as foreign’92 were the first indication that led to the discovery of this field
system in North Mayo, believed to date to 5,500BC, which is still mostly covered under
a thick blanket of bog (Figure 3). Heaney himself visited the site in the 1970s and
commemorated it in poetry (Figure 4), drawing parallels between ‘the first ploughmarks/the stone-age fields’93 of Belderg and the contemporary landscapes of Western
Ireland patterned now, as then, with dry-stone walls.

Figure 2. One of many quernstones or grindstones found at the Céide Fields, Co. Mayo, and now used
for archaeological research and teaching.
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Figure 3. Archaeologist Seamus Caulfield (left) explains how the neolithic stonewalls of the Céide
Fields, most of which are still covered in 3.5 m of blanket bog, can be traced using a thin steel
T-shaped rod inserted into the bog until it hits stone.

Grain-growing was so ubiquitous as not to be mentioned much in historical texts, but
its prevalence can be surmised by the mentioning of bread and ale, as well as many
references to ploughing.94 Ploughing was done for no other crop but grain. Heaney
references ‘neolithic wheat’ in ‘Belderg,’ while ‘corn’ and ‘flour’ – unspecified but likely to
be wheat – appear in ‘The Barn,’95 ‘The Wife’s Tale’ and ‘Mossbawn: Sunlight.’96 Oats,
a common crop all over the island, are not mentioned by Heaney. Barley famously
features in ‘Requiem for the Croppies,’97 carried in the pockets of these eighteenthcentury Irish rebels and, after their disastrous defeat in the Battle of Vinegar Hill of 1798,
growing out of their hastily-dug graves the following spring. It is interesting to con
template what exactly the rebels would have done with the grain in their coat pockets,
since, as Heaney underlines, there were ‘no kitchens on the run, no striking camp.’ This
certainly did not allow for bread-baking, and barley bread was not very popular besides,
considered suitable for an ascetic monastic diet.98 However, much of the grain consumed
in Ireland, barley included, was eaten as porridge,99 which is a simple culinary prepara
tion, even on the run.
Well before the potato, continuing until today, bread has been a major staple food of
Ireland. Unlike in continental Europe and the Mediterranean basin however, there is no
great tradition of communal ovens and the baking of long-leavened bread. Instead, it was
and is still common, to bake bread at home (Figure 5), but to prefer ‘quick breads’ –
unleavened or using bread soda – that were traditionally baked on flagstones in the
hearth, on griddles or in pot ovens called bastables.100 Downey and Stujits101 point out
that quick breads such as the popular ‘brown bread’ – mentioned in the poem ‘The Wife’s
Tale’ – or soda bread were also a more likely option because the leavening of bread is
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Figure 4. After visiting the Céide Fields in the 1970s, Seamus Heaney was moved to pen the poem
‘Belderg’, which is now displayed carved in stone in the midst of the neolithic field site.

aided by strong gluten. The Irish climate, however, favours soft wheat varieties without
much gluten. Bread-baking at home was traditionally usually women’s work.102 In
Heaney’s childhood, it was his aunt Mary who was responsible for the baking in the
household. ‘Mossbawn: Sunlight’ is a love letter to the aunt, depicting her in the
combined golden heat of afternoon sunlight and the oven, baking scones, another type
of quick bread, as was her wont. The poem does not specify how exactly the scones are
baked, but interestingly references the griddle, though as a simile:
and the sun stood
like a griddle cooling
against the wall.
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Figure 5. Brown bread or soda bread is still popular with homebakers in Ireland.

Potatoes
The potato is famously and tragically connected to the fate of the Irish in the modern era.
Exactly how it arrived in Ireland is unclear,103 but it was well established by the late
sixteenth century, subsequently being taken up rather quickly around the country. As
time passed, it became a mainstay crop, especially for the landless peasant population,
because the tubers grew profusely on the small patches of poorer land that these people
cultivated for their own sustenance.104 Many peasant families relied almost exclusively on
potatoes and as the potato harvests failed repeatedly in 1845–1849, the situation turned
tragic, exacerbated through a deliberate British government policy of noninterference.105 The Great Famine eventually resulted in a dramatic reduction of the
population from over 8 million in the early 1840s to 4 million by the eve of the First
World War, through higher mortality, shorter life expectancy, reduced fertility and
emigration.106
But despite the traumatic experience of the Great Hunger, the potato remains popular.
Heaney captures the potato drills that marked his family’s fields and many around the
country in several poems, such as ‘Digging,’107 ‘At a Potato Digging’108 and ‘Mossbawn:
The Seed Cutters.’109 In the latter, the annual ritual or ‘calendar custom’ of preparing
seed potatoes for planting strikes Heaney as a timeless activity. The farmworkers in
twentieth-century Northern Ireland seem ‘hundreds of years away,’ just as familiar to the
sixteenth-century Dutch painter Breughel as to the poet. Heaney says about Breughel:
I always felt at home with his scenes - the hayfield, the peasant wedding, the hunters in the
snow, the children’s games. Things looming large and at the same time being pinned down
in the smallest detail.110
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This simultaneous broad scope and localized detail of ordinary scenes and people recur
throughout Heaney’s work, particularly around significant food. It links him not only to
Breughel, but also to fellow poets who have found the epic in the ordinary, such as
Kavanagh and Frost, and it allows for rich insights into culinary heritage.
In ‘Clearances: 3,’111 one of Heaney’s most widely loved poems,112 the setting is even
more intimate and ordinary. It depicts the poet at work with his mother, peeling potatoes
‘while all the others were away at Mass.’ The shared task of food preparation allows for
shared intimacy, and the poet acknowledges that they were ‘never closer for the whole rest
of [their] lives.’ The reference to Mass infers that this was the preparation for Sunday lunch,
a weekly occasion of commensality that still gathers families around the table in contem
porary Ireland, and arguably the most important meal of the week for many families.
Vegetables
The vegetables commonly associated with Irish cuisine are from the Brassica and Allium
families: cabbage, turnips, onions, leeks, garlic, as well as root vegetables such as carrot
and parsnip. Hickey argues that horticulture did not spread widely beyond monasteries
and the Big Houses of the Anglo-Irish gentry in Ireland owing to the tenant farming
system.113 Any ‘improvements’ such as a prolific kitchen garden would have been
considered an asset and resulted in a raise in rent. In Heaney, leeks, turnips and onions
appear, but few poems celebrate vegetables.
Fruits and nuts
It is notable that a number of foods that caught Heaney’s attention are not cultivated but
hunted, fished or foraged. These include fish and seafood, fiddlehead ferns, and several
fruits that appear significantly in Heaney’s poetry: blackberries, sloes and crab-apples.
Blackberries grow in wild profusion in Ireland (Figure 6), and blackberry picking in
late summer and early autumn is a perennial annual ritual, captured by Heaney in
‘Blackberry Picking.’114 Each year the local children head out to greedily hunt for black
berries in the brambles, defying scratching briars and hands ‘peppered/With thorn
pricks.’ They relish the fruit, ‘sweet/Like thickened wine,’ but every year, a portion of
their harvest would turn ‘stinking’ and ‘sour’ as they ‘hoarded the fresh berries.’ The poet
struggles to accept these cycles of life and death:
I always felt like crying. It wasn’t fair
That all the lovely canfuls smelt of rot.
Each year I hoped they’d keep, knew they would not.

Sloes are wild fruit found in Ireland that grow well in hedgerows. They have been
eaten since ancient times, turned into an alcoholic drink in medieval monasteries, or used
to make sloe gin, as depicted in ‘Sloe Gin.’115 Sloes are sour, bitter and astringent; like
olives, they must be treated to make them edible – with frost, cooking with sugar or
honey, brewing into wine, distilling, or indeed pickling with sugar and spirits.116
Heaney’s poem captures this tradition of macerating the fruit:
She fed gin to sloes
and sealed the glass container.
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Figure 6. Blackberries grow in wild profusion in Ireland, even in small patches of parkland in inner-city
Dublin, 2020.

We know from recipes117 that the marination is supposed to take several weeks, and this
is also indicated in the poem:
The clear weather of juniper
darkened into winter.

The ‘darkening into winter’ aligns the passing of time from the autumn harvest with the
gradual darkening of the clear liquid as the fruit dissolves into it.
The crab-apple is a wild autumn fruit, picked from August to October. Unpalatable
when eaten raw, it is often transformed into jelly. In ‘To Pablo Neruda in Tallaghtduff,’118
Heaney captures a quintessential moment within the food-cultural universe – a Proustian
moment, when the physical taste of a food immediately brings the eater back to a time
and a place through a triggering of involuntary memory. Eating a spoonful of crab-apple
jelly that a friend or neighbour brought him transports Heaney back to his past and
a place where he knows every road and crabbed tree by the roadside.
Food practices
The second structural element of cuisine are the manipulation techniques – how basic
ingredients are prepared for consumption, or ‘transformed from a raw to a cooked
state.’119 Cooking, here, is used akin to Lévi-Strauss120 – the transformation into some
thing fit and appropriate for human consumption, in short: food.
Culinary manipulation techniques fall into three basic categories: physical changes
(particulation, incorporation, separation), direct chemical changes (application of heat in
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various ways, fermentation) and manipulation of water content (marinating, dry curing,
freezing).121 As discussed, the food ways that pattern Heaney’s poetry around significant
food are in the majority concerned with producing or procuring food; very few involve
culinary acts in the stricter sense of activities in the kitchen. However, it is fruitful to
widen the catchment area of Rozin’s concepts and include activities that begin once the
ingredient is obtained or harvested, whether cultivated or wild foodstuffs, as these are
part of the food practices and intangible heritage. This certainly follows the spirit of LéviStrauss in that it is the first step of a transformation from raw materials to ‘food’, even if it
does not always happen in a kitchen. A further discussion remains of whether the
transformation does not already start on the farm, as nature is ploughed into farmland
and plants and animals domesticated.
Separation or extraction
Separation or extraction occurs when distinct elements of a foodstuff are separated from
one another.122 This can be the obvious separation between inedible and edible parts,
such as peeling fruit, or the extraction of less visible parts, such as oils from kernels.
Peeling is the key food activity in ‘Clearances: 3,’ where the young poet and his mother
share a moment of intimacy while preparing potatoes. While certainly not an activity
unique to Ireland, the prevalence of potatoes in the diet makes it a common activity, part
of daily or weekly rituals.
‘Eelworks’ describes a different type of peeling, the expert skinning of an eel:
The skinpeel drawing down
Like silk
At a practised touch.

A further act of separation is that of churning butter as the milk fat is separated from the
buttermilk:
suddenly
a yellow curd was weighting the churned-up white,
heavy and rich, coagulated sunlight
that they fished, dripping, in a wide tin strainer,
heaped up like gilded gravel in the bowl.123

Heaney captures the hard work involved in producing this important food, which
through its rhythmic, exhausting and communal nature becomes an ecstatic, quasireligious experience, akin to beat-driven dance rituals that leave participants at
a ‘gravid ease.’ The successful transformation provides additional deliverance. As
Heaney explains, ‘the moment the butter appeared was always special, but the wait for
it was always tinged with anxiety.’124 Butter-churning was traditionally usually women’s
work, and it was Heaney’s mother who
took first turn, set up rhythms
that slugged and thumped for hours.
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The large body of folk beliefs and superstitions around the butter-churning process125
underlines the importance of butter for the Irish diet, augmented by Heaney’s poetic
descriptions of the ‘coagulated sunlight’ and ‘gilded gravel.’
Dry curing
Dry curing, the gradual reduction of water content in food through salting, exposure to
air or smoking,126 is the requisite activity to transform raw pork into bacon. It is
portrayed in ‘Squarings: xv,’127 as Heaney’s father ‘bends to a tea-chest packed with
salt’ and ponders the ‘home-cured hocks.’ The scene is illustrated magnificently – the
poet demands ‘this scene’ be struck ‘in gold,’ with ‘Rembrandt-gleam and burnish.’ The
moment is worth being immortalized – and, as if by Rembrandt, in a chiaroscuro
rendering with a strong focus on the central interaction and relationship, with everything
around left in darkness. The scene left young Heaney feeling rich, indicated by allusions
to the ‘piled grain of Egypt’ (the proverbial treasure that kingdom was built upon), and
the ‘hoard,’ which recalls archaeological findings of treasures from Vikings and early
civilizations in the bog, a recurrent focus of Heaney’s work over the years. Both ‘hoard,’
with its echoes of treasure, and the granaries of Egypt illustrate the purpose of preserving
meat – the promise of nourishment at a future time. A treasure indeed.
Application of heat
The application of direct heat to foodstuffs comprises the activities most commonly
associated with the word ‘cooking.’ If it is dry heat, we speak of baking, toasting, roasting
or grilling. If the heat is ‘wet,’ mediated by a liquid, we may speak of boiling, simmering,
poaching, stewing or steaming. A third process is that of cooking in fat, such as deepfrying, shallow-frying or sautéing.
An example of dry-heat application is baking, such as the baking of scones by
Heaney’s aunt Mary,128 a task that nourishes the family both literally and figuratively.
Wet heat application is how the poet prepares fiddlehead fern tops for his Japanese friend
in ‘Fiddleheads’:
So here they are, Toraiwa, frilled, infolded, tenderized,
in a little steaming basket, just for you.129

Steaming is not a very common process in Irish cookery, where other methods such as
boiling, baking or shallow-frying have traditionally predominated – nor are fiddleheads
a common or traditional food, speaking to Heaney’s cosmopolitan influences after more
than forty years of living away from his rural home, at times overseas. The specific
cooking method eloquently bridges the cultural gap between Ireland and Japan, tending
towards Japanese sensibilities. As a prose poem, it is light and delicate (similar, perhaps,
to the fiddlehead ferns). Yet the passage, in its simplicity, lingers. The sensuality is
understated – more akin to the Japanese style and cuisine than the rustic, earthy food
ways of Heaney’s Northern Irish home.
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Flavour profiles
Cuisines are commonly marked by a characteristic set of flavours and seasonings,
beyond but also including the ones achieved by basic ingredients and manipulation
techniques.130 An example would be the lard-onion-paprika flavours of Hungarian
cuisine, or dill-juniper-sour cream on the Baltic coast. However, Rozin explains that
not every cuisine offers a strongly characteristic combination of seasonings, as people
whose diet emphasizes animal foods tend to season less consistently than people
whose diet is composed primarily of plant foods.131 This would certainly match the
Irish cuisine through the centuries, with its reliance on dairy products, salted meats,
smoked fish and fresh seafood on the one hand, and a prevalence of strong-flavoured
allium and brassica vegetables on the other. In her study of Agnes McCloskey
Heffernan’s collected papers, drawing on Rozin’s concept of flavour profiles,132
Wack finds that it is just these flavours that are of psychological importance to the
Ulster emigrants cooked for by their compatriot Heffernan in late nineteenth-century
Connecticut.133
In Heaney’s poetry, flavour does not play a major role, and seasonings are absent. The
taste experiences that he describes revolve mostly around the taste of fresh, raw food
stuffs – blackberries and oysters – or fruit preserved with sugar and/or alcohol, such as
crab-apple jelly and sloe gin.

Conclusion
This article set out to map how Irish cuisine and cultural heritage is represented in
the poetry of Seamus Heaney. Rozin’s structural model of cuisine, augmented by
Belasco’s view of the relevance of production and consumption activities and Mac
Con Iomaire’s argument for the importance of the intangible culinary heritage,
provided a framework for understanding food references in the poems. The enquiry
has shown that Heaney’s poetic renderings of agricultural and culinary scenes are
detailed and multi-layered, fuelled by his deep familiarity with rural and culinary
activities as well as his knowledge of Irish mythology, history and culture. Through
the poet’s mastery of language and story, everyday practices, customs, values, beliefs
and superstitions embedded in Ireland’s culinary heritage have taken on life and
colour. The study has also shown that the significant food in Heaney’s work has
a decisively Irish orientation. The pervasive continuity of food and foodways that
represent and recall Irish cuisine and culinary heritage stamp Heaney’s work with
a particularly Irish cultural signature. It has become clear that on the one hand,
Heaney’s poems as seen through the prism of gastrocriticism can be a valuable
source of ethnographic and food-historical insights and verstehen. On the other
hand, this gastrocritical reading, informed by research into Irish cuisine, food history
and folklore, allows a deeper understanding of the poetic vision of Seamus Heaney.
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